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IS Systems Consu ltant Rediscove rs Creativity  
in Real Estate Staging Career
 
By Robin R. Mueller 
 
Andria Wallace, like others, “ took the path of least 
resistance” when she went to college.  “Fifteen 
years later, I was very good at what I did, but not 
very happy doing it,” she summarizes. 
 
After attending Drake University in Des Moines, 
Iowa, she graduated in 1988 with a double major in 
accounting and IS (information systems) and 
earned her CPA.  “ It was just one more test to take 
at the time,” she jokes. 
 
She joined Arthur Andersen’s IS consulting 
division and “moved around and kept learning,” 
but wanted something more. 
 
“ I don’ t know if I was brave or stupid,” she quips, 
but she quit her job with no idea of what to do 
next.  “A typical mid-li fe crisis,” she smiles. 
 
Her savings allowed her to take some time, which 
ended up to be more than a year, to read career 
guides such as “The Artist’s Way:  A Spiritual Path 
to Higher Creativity,” by Julia Cameron and 
“Finding Your Own North Star” by Martha Beck. 
 
“ I wanted to open up my creativity,” says Wallace, 
who plays piano, cello and flute and had dabbled in 
art.  “The books asked questions like ‘What 
magazines do you like to read?  Where do you 
window-shop?’    
 
“ I always went to home decorating shows and 
picked up home decorating magazines.  But I 
didn’ t want to be an interior designer or decorator, 
buying and choosing for other people.”  
 
While cleaning out her basement, Wallace found a 
newspaper article she had saved, entitled “Use 
What You Have to Decorate.”   She says, “ It 
appealed to me—problem-solving, using what you 
own (furnishings) rather than buying more, being 
creative.”  
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She studied in Cali fornia, earning 
certification by the Interior Arrangement 
and Design Association (IADA).  In 
June 2004, she returned to St. Louis to 
launch The Contented Chameleon, a 
room and home makeover business.   
 
She returned to class in August to take real 
estate enhancement courses, and renamed 
her business Contented Rooms, “with 
emphasis on contents,” she explains.  A 
charter member of Realty Enhancements 
International, she earned the RES 
designation, “Real Estate Enhancement 
Specialist.”  
 
“My goals are to help realtors maximize 
their marketing effort, give their listings  
a competitive edge and benefit from  
better showings—from the beginning— 
for a faster sale,” Wallace says.  
 
“People think real estate staging only  
means renting furnishings for vacant  
houses, which is not what I do.  I work  
with home sellers to use their existing 
furniture, art and accessories to  
emphasize their home’s best  
architectural features.”  
 
Studies have proven that real  
estate staging helps a home sell  
more quickly, at its asking price.   
 
“ I want to educate realtors and clients about 
staging their home before going on the 
market, so you can put your best foot 
forward when you have your highest pool of 
interested buyers,” Wallace explains.  “And, 
before dropping your price, invest in 
showing your home at its best advantage!”  
 
Wallace offers a listing evaluation and three 
packages, ranging from $145 to $725.  Within 
a half-day or day, she makes use of a buyer’s 
existing furnishings, re-hangs art, rearranges 
accessories, addresses lighting, depersonalizes 
for wider buyer appeal and creates a more 
updated, move-in ready look.   
 
“Any house at any price point can benefit 
from staging,” adds Wallace.  “People think, 
‘Well , that wouldn’ t work in my house’ or 
“ I don’ t have the right things.’   But it’s the 
process, and it absolutely works.”  
 
Staging entails much more than cleaning and 
decluttering.  “You consider composition, 
color, texture and lighting.  I bring the 
benefits of my creativity, objectivity and 
knowledge to the owner.”  
 
“Buying a home is an emotional experi- 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ence.  People respond to presentation and a 
polished look.  It’s all about marketing and 
image.”  
 
“ In fact, a buyer makes a decision about a 
home in the first 10 seconds, and then 
spends the rest of their time validating 
their first poor impression of that home,” 
explains Wallace. 

 
                        “Conversely, if a buyer  
                        responds positively to a  
                        home, they’ ll use that  
                        same emotional energy 
to                     to justify their                                                     
                        purchase.  Someone  
                        who doesn’ t want  
                        stairs, but falls in  
                        love with a split -level,  
                        rationalizes by saying  
                       ‘This will be good  
                        exercise.’ ”  

 
 Wallace says that Home and Garden TV 
“has been both a blessing and a curse,” 
building awareness of the benefits of home 
staging, but tempting “do-it-yourselfers.”  
 
“Owners are emotionally attached to their 
possessions and can no longer see their 
stuff as others do,” she explains. “You 
want people to see your spacious entry 
foyer, not cabinets full of art.  You want 
buyers to remember your built -in 
bookcases, not your bird collection.”  
 
“ I work to de-emphasize the owners’ 
possessions, so that the buyer can react 
emotionally to the home and picture 
themselves living there.”  
 
“Preparing a home for display is very 
different from decorating for everyday 
li fe,” she also cautions. A designer may 
orient furniture toward a television, while 
a real estate stager will place furniture to 
draw eyes to a fireplace. 
  
Often, realtors call i n Wallace to overcome 
problems.  She transformed a narrow room 
by rearranging lights, accessories and 
furniture to draw eyes to a beautiful 
backyard.  
 
In another home, she made a “problem 
wall ,” awkward entrance and seldom-used  

room into an inviting space by adding a 
mirror, angling furniture and creatively 
mingling different accessories—even finding 
some in the basement. 
 
The seller said later, “ I never recognized how 
outdated my lamps were.  I realized the room 
before was soulless.  I know this made a 
difference in getting my house sold!”  
 
Another seller remarked, “ If I had known my 
house could look this good, I wouldn’ t have 
moved.”   She hired Wallace to arrange her 
new apartment, and then her daughter became 
a client. 
 
Wallace’s “before” photos show people’s 
common mistakes—“circling the wagons” by 
placing furniture and accessories on every 
wall , or “ flanking pairs,” creating a stiff , old-
fashioned and formal balance of end tables, 
lamps or accessories. 
 
Wallace’s “after” photos show remarkably 
open and inviting rooms, “which produces an 
unconscious feeling of welcome and comfort.”  
 
Wallace’s creativity also is evident in the 
writing and design of her own marketing 
materials. A folder for real estate agents 
includes a brochure, case study and frequently-
asked questions.  She created her own website 
and sends a monthly email newsletter and 
postcards to a target group of 200. 
 
She recommends that new business owners 
“really get involved” and take leadership roles 
in networking. “That gets you known more 
than sitting around a table with six or eight 
people.”  
 
She serves as treasurer of the Association of 
Home-Based Women Entrepreneurs, on three 
committees of the Women’s Council of 
Realtors and on the Aff ili ate Board of the St. 
Louis Association of Realtors.   
 
She also joined Toastmasters, “because I knew 
I needed those skill s to present myself and, to 
my surprise, I actually enjoyed it!”   She serves 
as secretary and webmaster for that local 
group.  
 
“ In high school, I would have been voted the 
least likely person to become an   
entrepreneur,” Wallace jokes, “but I’ve 
discovered I love everything about it.  I would 
never go back; my work li fe now is incredibly 
fulfilli ng and lots of fun!”  
 
Robin R. Mueller, president of Write 
Direction, writes newsletters, brochures, 
direct mail l etters, proposals and more for 
diverse corporate clients. 
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